
As Swedish Writer Sees Us

Engström Finds Americans Fine
And Will Say So In a Book.

Albert Engström of Stockholm, one of the most influential journalists in Sweden, 
and a humorist and cartoonist of wide European reputation, has been spending 
three weeks In New York as the beginning of his preparation for writing a book 
about  America,  and  the  Americans.  Mr.  Engström  is  known  abroad  as  the 
"European Mark Twain" and his  humor has saved him from the fate of most 
Swedish editors since the war, as he is the only important one now permitted to 
express uncensored views on public questions.

Mr. Engström, who has been stopping at the Biltmore told a reporter for THE 
TIMES yesterday something of  his Impressions of  America and the effects  he 
expects the war to have upon literature on both sides of the Atlantic.

"There  are,  two  nuisances  which  the  war  can  be  depended  on  to  end,"  the 
journalist said. "One is the problem play in literature, and the other the futurist 
painting in art. We in Sweden, and I believe I can speak for all Europe as well, are 
through with problem plays. We don't care for Ibsen any more, and we are all 
tired of the thing he represents — continual digging into old sores. It not only 
isn't pleasant, but it isn't true to life, either.

"We're going to get back again the old heroes of Stevenson and the romance of 
your American,  Poe.   I  can see plenty of  signs of the direction in which your 
writers are tending. The great war struggle will stimulate their imaginations to 
more heroic work,  and will  cleanse our literature thoroughly of the search for 
cesspools which characterized it during the year before the war." 

"The same applies to painting. We had a few men who were doing really great 
work, but a great majority of the younger artists were cubists and futurists of the 
most pronounced stamp. I don't see how they can continue to frivol away their 
time in this manner, and there is every reason to believe that their work is already 
becoming serious.

"As to America, there is no question that the average serious work of American 
authors has broadened out and become more nearly like real literature.  There 
are  no  names  that  stand  out  predominantly,  but  the  serious  periodicals, 
particularly those devoted to science have vastly improved. There is apparent a 
much broader outlook. In such work as a certain type of short stories, you have 
always excelled us.

"This  is  fortunate,  because  with  the  important  part  America  will  play  In  the 
settlement of the war, the thinking people on both sides of the Atlantic will be 



drawn closer together, and we need the aid of your culture. Yes, I believe you will 
have much to say in the settlement, especially in an economic way.

"Our own culture is gone — even In Sweden, where there has been no war, our 
minds have been warped by the struggle, and America, which Europeans have 
sometimes wrongly  regarded as possessing no real  culture,  will  have much to 
offer us.

"The thing that most attracted my attention In New York? I can tell you easily. It 
was the sky-scrapers. You've made a new architecture over here. It's true that 
you've never had a national art, but you certainly have a national architecture. 
The Woolworth Building, for instance, is one of the most beautiful structures I've 
seen anywhere, and the whole appearance of the city is far more striking than 
that of any European metropolis."

"How about American amusements?" he was asked.

"Well," he replied. "there is one thing that has seemed especially funny to me, and 
that Is the way everybody dances. Fat old women with short dresses and gray-
haired men all dance, and it seems strange to a European." He hasn't been to a 
baseball game yet, but he expects to soon.

 "As to American people, they’re much nicer than I expected from the reputation 
they bear abroad," Mr. Engström said. "I had an idea there was little but bluff in 
any of them. The European writers who have described them haven't done them 
justice, but I expect to remedy that in my book. 

"I'm going to do a great deal of studying before I write it, but there's one thing I 
shall surely mention, and that is the aptness of certain phrases I've heard. The 
city seems to be full of them." 

"What are some examples?" the reporter inquired.

"One is, 'If you want to fight, go to Europe, and if you want to talk war, go to 
hell.'" he   replied. "The other that I shall always remember is,  'If you want to 
know, ask.'"

The New York Times
August 20, 1916



Albert Engström

In ALBERT ENGSTRÖM humor has found its official recognition in Sweden, for 
he is one of the Eighteen Immortals of the Swedish Academy together with Selma 
Lagerlöf,  Heidenstam, Hallström, Bo Bergman,  and other writers  whose fame 
rests on more serious work. But Engström also is in his own way an interpreter of 
folk  psychology.  He is  both cartoonist  and writer,  and has contributed a long 
series of drawings and stories to the humorous paper Strix which he founded in 
1897 and which he has since edited.

Engström's favorite  types are  the  small  skippers,  pilots,  and fishermen in the 
Swedish skerries, and of late this field has afforded an endless series of incidents 
that turn on the fine art of smuggling spirits. Vagabonds, derelicts, and all who 
are at variance with the commonly accepted standards appeal to him, and he will 
often discover a fund of mellow wisdom or caustic wit where least expected. He 
directs his sharpest irony against sham and hypocritical officialdom.

The son of a Småland stationmaster, Engström has often written stories about 
the very simple and primitive crofters  whom he knew in his childhood. Other 
tales deal with his university days at Upsala, or with his experiences as one of the 
impecunious art students in Göteborg. His love of the primitive has led him to 
Lappland, where he has found much material for pen and pencil.  He has also 
visited Iceland and more recently Bolshevik Russia.

 Charles Wharton Stork 1928
Sweden’s Best Stories



Some Modern Swedish Writers

ALBERT ENGSTRÖM, who died on 16 November 1940, was both an artist and a 
man of letters. He was born in 1869 at Lönneberga in the province of Småland 
and as a young man studied art in Gothenburg under the celebrated painter Carl 
Larsson. Then he began contributing drawings to the periodical  Söndags-Nisse, 
and in 1897 founded the humorous paper Strix, which has become an established 
favourite in Sweden. To this journal he contributed a large number of drawings 
and articles and showed himself to be a master of the art of depicting Swedish 
national types. From 1905 on his literary work began to appear in book form.

Albert  Engström  excels  in  describing  country  life  in  Sweden.  In  Smålands-
berättelser he depicts  scenes and characters  from his  boyhood, some of  them 
illustrated by his own drawings: the peasant who undertakes the adventure of a 
train journey to the nearest town for the first time, the old cronies in the cottage  
which  serves  as  a  rural  home  for  the  aged,  and  many  other  amusing  types. 
Another group of sketches deals with life in the skerries of Roslagen, north of 
Stockholm; these date from the time when Engström moved to the fishing village 
of  Grisslehamn.  Here he  gained the same intimate  contact  with  skippers  and 
fishermen as he had previously had with farmers and crofters. The stories of the 
skerries  clearly  show  the  influence  of  Strindberg's  Hemsöboarna and 
Skärkarlsliv;  but  in  force  and  directness  Engström  surpasses  his  master. 
Moreover he shows a warm, sympathetic attitude to his characters; there is none 
of Strindberg's distrust of his fellow men.

Wherever he finds his models Albert Engström sees them with the artist's eye for 
characteristic features — especially those which are characteristically Swedish —
and with the humorist's sense of genuinely human qualities. And in the midst of 
his humorous sketches there are passages of really  fine landscape description. 
Two books on foreign travel are Åt Häcklefjäll (1913), an account of a journey to 
Iceland, and Moskoviter (1924), a description of a visit to Russia.

Engström  excels  in  characterizing  primitive  types,  whose  temperaments, 
thoughts and modes of expression he renders with a direct and often startling 
veracity. It is surprising that his works have not been translated into English, for 
his is a type of humour which should be appreciated in this country.

 R. J. McClean July 1943
The Modern Language Review 



Albert Engström

Albert Engström, born 1869, died 1940, took his matriculation   examination   in 
Norrköping in 1888, subsequently studied a few years at the Valand Art School in 
Gothenburg,  and,  later,  spent  some  time  at  Uppsala  University.  In  1925  he 
became professor at the High School of Art in Stockholm.  He became honorary 
Doctor of Philosophy at  Uppsala University in 1927, and member ('one of the 
eighteen') of the Swedish Academy in 1922.

In 1897 Engström founded the humorous newspaper Strix, of which he was editor 
for some thirty years. In the above-mentioned paper he introduced the figure of 
the  'koling'  (approximately,  'tramp'),  a  down-at-heel,  good-humoured,  quick-
witted vagabond from the dock area of Stockholm, a modern Diogenes, who was 
given the opportunity of displaying his knowledge of life in lively and burlesque 
sallies and turns of phrase.

Engström's  literary  production  is  considerable.  He  has  become most  popular 
through his stories, depicting his life during his childhood years in the province of 
Småland, where his father was a station-master, during his time at school and 
university,  and,  above  all,  during  the  many  years  he  lived  among  peasants, 
fishermen, and the people of the archipelago on the Baltic coast (in the province 
of Uppland).

Engström has also written travel stories in humorous vein about Iceland, Russia, 
and South Africa.
 
In his literary creation Engström devotes himself, to a large extent, to analyses of 
Swedish  national  types  of  various  kinds;  noblemen,  soldiers,  parsons,  and 
bourgeois file past. By preference he keeps to peasants, fishermen, seafaring folk, 
and tramps,  whose life,  outlook, and mode of expression he describes simply, 
unaffectedly, and, at the same time, with astonishing accuracy. His descriptions 
of nature and his character-drawings are brilliant.  

Engström was a very outstanding black-and-white artist.  His caricatures, most 
often grotesque and in summary form, are animated by lively imagination and 
striking skill in composition. His national types are reproduced with unparalleled 
sureness. Many of his drawings are included in the collections of the National 
Museum in Stockholm.  

Engström's  handling  of  language  is  exemplary,  transparent,  and  clear.  As, 
moreover, his stories are concise and cannot, therefore, become tiring, and as his 
syntax is simple, he should be well suited for reading, even at an early stage, by  
those who wish to acquire knowledge of the Swedish language.

Richard Ekblom 1949
Twelve Tales by Albert Engström


